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AN  OPEN  LETTER  TO 
THE  BISHOP  OF  LIVERPOOL 


My  Lord  Bishop, 

I  observe  from  the  columns  of  the 
Daily  Press  that  you  have  defined  your 
attitude  towards  conscientious  objectors  to 
military  service.  The  considered  judgment 
on  this  subject  of  a  Bishop  of  the  Christ- 
ian Church,  claiming  direct  succession  from 
the  men  to  whom  the  Prince  of  Peace  en- 
trusted His  message  to  the  world,  is  of  more 
than  personal  or  local  interest,  and  this  must 
be  my  excuse  for  examining  in  some  detail 
the  position  you  take  up  and  the  arguments 
with  which  you  defend  it. 

You  state  first  that  the  duty  of  consci- 
entious objectors  is  to  leave  the  country  they 
will  not  fight  for  and  live  in  some  other  land 
where  they  will  not  be  called  upon  to  bear 
arms.  But  why  give  this  counsel  now  ?  If 
your  view  is  sound,  your  advice  should  have 
been  given  in  the  years  of  peace,  for  the 
views  not  only  of  Quakers,  but  of  a  great 
multitude  of  humble  men  and  women,  who 
have  taken  the  words  and  example  of 
Christ  as  their  guide  through  life,  have  never 
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been  hidden.  They  have  proclaimed  their 
conviction  that  the  commands  of  their  Master 
must  supersede  those  of  the  State  when  the 
two  conflict.  Their  fathers  before  them  have 
testified  to  the  reality  of  their  belief. 

If,  therefore,  you  are  right,  those  mis- 
guided persons  should  have  been  expelled 
from  the  land  of  their  birth  long  years  ago. 
The  noxious  weed  should  have  been  up- 
rooted before  it  came  to  maturity.  The 
Churches  and  Chapels  which  nourished  them 
should  have  been  destroyed.  The  writings 
upon  which  they  have  based  their  lives  should 
have  been  suppressed,  or  adequately  censored. 
And  the  victims  of  these  things  should  have 
been  cast  forth.  They  may  have  been  gentle, 
industrious,  unselfish  citizens,  humbly  striving 
to  do  their  duty  to  God  and  man,  but  they 
have  dared  to  remain  faithful  to  the  teachings 
of  their  Faith,  and  to  their  conviction  that 
a  human  law  involving  the  killing  of  their 
fellow-men  is  subject  to  the  higher  sanction 
of  the  individual  conscience.  They  have  re- 
sisted the  collective  wisdom  of  the  State.  Let 
them  then  pay  the  penalty  long  over-due  and 
henceforth  live  the  lives  of  outlaws  unfit  for 
the  society — I  will  not  say  of  Bishops,  but  of 
the  most  lowly  of  a  civilized  nation. 

I  do  not  know  whether  you  intentionally 
omitted  one  statement   which   would  have 


strengthened  your  proposal  of  a  short  way 
with  conscientious  objectors — I  had  almost 
written  dissenters.  It  is  not  new.  The  same 
method  in  principle,  but  cruder  in  execution, 
as  fitting  a  less  civilised  world,  was  applied  in 
the  days  of  the  Roman  Emperors,  and  in  some 
countries  has  survived  to  this  day.  In  our 
own  country  there  has  been  an  interregnum 
of  some  centuries  in  the  use  of  the  methods 
of  the  Barbarian.  The  centuries  have  been 
bridged  by  a  Prince  of  the  English  Church. 

I  could  have  wished  that  your  definition 
of  conscience  had  been  somewhat  more  defi- 
nite. You  state  that  "  freedom  of  conscience 
does  not  mean  believing  anything  that  you 
like  .  .  . "  but  this  does  not  advance  us 
far.    It  is  Pontifical,  but  meaningless. 

No  sincere  man  believes  what  he  likes 
in  the  sense  of  seeking  the  primrose  path  of 
personal  ease  ;  the  men  of  whom  you  are 
speaking  are  men  who  have  deliberately  chosen 
the  hardest  of  all  paths  to  follow  ;  it  is  one 
which  they  have  to  tread  alone,  sustained  only 
by  their  inviolable  faith.  Your  definition  of 
conscience  harmonises  with  that  given  by  your 
brother  Bishop  of  London  in  the  House  of 
Lords  on  the  passage  of  the  first  of  the  Con- 
scription bills.  He  said  in  effect  that  what 
mattered  was  not  so  much  whether  a  man  had 
a  conscience  ;  the  real  point  was  that  his  con- 
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science  had  got  to  be  educated.  The  same 
claim  was  made  by  the  Holy  Inquisition,  and 
has  been  made  through  all  the  ages  as  a 
weapon  against  those  who  remained  faithful 
to  an  ideal  not  shared  by  the  majority. 

Have  you  considered  the  difficulties  into 
which  your  argument  leads  you  ?  Stripped  of 
its  rhetorical  adornment,  it  simply  means  that 
a  majority  of  a  community  must  decide  matters 
of  conscience  for  the  minority.  This  is  not 
the  view  which  either  in  spiritual  or  secular 
matters  has  been  taken  in  this  country  in  the 
past.  The  English  Church  in  Wales  has 
claimed  freedom  of  conscience,  and  I  have 
before  me  as  I  write  a  letter  signed  by  a 
Welsh  vicar  to  the  effect  that  the  war  will 
never  end  until  the  nation  realises  the  iniquity 
of  proposing  to  interefere  with  the  position 
of  the  minority  in  Wales  so  far  as  Disendow- 
ment  is  concerned. 

To  take  one  other  example  from  the 
multitude  which  crowds  into  memory  :  have 
you  forgotten  that  fourteen  days  before  the 
war  broke  out  the  House  of  Lords  rang 
with  the  warnings  of  Peers,  headed  by  Lord 
Roberts,  who  proclaimed  the  sanctity  of  the 
military  conscience  which  forbade  certain 
officers  to  obey  the  orders  of  the  Government 
which  might  bring  them  into  conflict  with 
the  Ulster  Volunteers. 
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But  it  is  time  that  the  public  should  be 
reminded  of  one  fact  in  connection  with  the 
whole  question  of  Conscientious  Objectors 
which  is  particularly  relevant  to  the  attitude 
you  have  taken  up.  It  is  a  matter  of  common 
knowledge  that  before  the  Conscription  Bills 
were  introduced  the  Archbishop  and  other 
Bishops  of  the  English  Church  were  consulted 
with  regard  to  the  position  of  clergymen 
under  them,  and  it  was  at  their  insistent 
demand  that  clergymen  were  expressly  except- 
ed from  the  operation  of  both  Bills.  I  sup- 
ported their  exception  from  my  place  in 
Parliament.  The  exception  of  the  clergy 
was  vigorously  defended  both  by  the  Arch- 
bishop and  by  the  Bishop  of  London  in  the 
House  of  Lords,  the  latter  taking  that  oppor- 
tunity, while  demanding  liberty  of  conscience 
for  the  clergy,  to  refuse  it  to  other  people. 
What  would  have  been  your  attitude  towards 
the  Conscientious  Objectors  if,  contrary  to  the 
demand  of  the  spiritual  heads  of  the  Church, 
clergymen  had  been  conscripted  like  laymen  ? 
Would  you  have  told  these  men  the  only  fate 
that  they  deserved  was  that  of  permanent  out- 
lawry ?  For  I  would  remind  you  that  the 
case  for  the  exemption  of  the  clergy  is  pre- 
cisely the  same  case  as  for  the  exemption  of 
other  Conscientious  Objectors.  At  an  earlier 
stage  of  the  war  a  distinguished  and  leading 
Churchman,  the  Rev.  William  Temple,  put 
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the  case  for  the  exclusion  of  the  clergy  from 
warfare.  He  said  the  reason  that  the  clergy- 
could  not  bear  arms  in  this  war  was  because 
they  were  the  official  representatives  of  an 
international  society  to  bear  witness  to  the 
teaching  of  Christ,  and  it  would,  therefore, 
be  unfitting  for  such  official  representatives 
to  bear  arms.  But  the  great  majority  of  Con- 
scientious Objectors  base  their  refusal  to  bear 
arms  on  precisely  the  same  grounds  !  They 
hold  that  it  would  be  inconsistent  with  the 
faith  they  profess,  and  that  only  when  the 
world  is  willing  to  act  upon  the  counsel 
of  Him  Who  said  : 

"  Love  your  enemies,  do  good  to  them 
which  hate  you, 

"  Bless  them  that  curse  you  .  .  .  and 
ye  shall  be  the  children  of  the  Highest, 
for  He  is  kind  unto  the  unthankful  and 
to  the  evil," 

will  the  kingdoms  of  this  world  become  the 
kingdoms  of  our  Lord  and  His  Christ. 

Or,  let  me  take  another  aspect  of  the 
difficulty  into  which  your  definition  of  con- 
science leads  us. 

There  have  been  in  Germany  a  consider- 
able number  of  Conscientious  Objectors,  who 
have  based  their  resistance  on  the  teaching  of 
Christ.    We  are  told — though  I  am  not  in  a 
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position  to  substantiate  the  statement — that 
they  have  been  savagely  treated,  and  in  some 
cases  put  to  death.  What  is  your  attitude 
with  regard  to  those  men  ?  Would  you  grant 
the  individual  Conscientious  Objectors  in  Ger- 
many liberty  to  resist  ?  Or  do  you  wish  the 
treatment  you  suggest  for  Englishmen  to  be 
applied  also  to  those  similarly  situated  in  Ger- 
many ? 

Let  me  put  with  all  reverence  one  final 
question  to  you  :  if  the  Founder  of  Christian- 
ity were  in  the  world  to-day,  organised  as  it  is 
on  principles  which  stand  for  the  negation  of 
all  that  He  taught,  do  you  doubt  that  He 
would  be  a  Conscientious  Objector  ?  And  if 
so,  would  you  support  the  Bishops  in  Germany 
if  He  were  living  in  Germany  and  they  re- 
quired Him  to  bear  arms  ?  And,  similarly, 
would  you  support  the  English  bishops  in 
making  the  same  demand  upon  Him  if  in 
England  ? 

Every  aspect  of  the  great  catastrophe 
which  has  overtaken  the  world  is  almost 
equally  hideous.  We  mourn  each  day  the 
tragedy  of  the  destruction  of  the  noblest  and 
bravest  of  our  Youth  ;  we  mourn  the  tragedy 
of  the  physical  destruction  of  so  much  that  is 
beautiful  and  useful  in  the  world  ;  we  mourn 
fo*r  those  who  bear  a  load  which  can  never  be 
lightened  on  earth — the  friends  and  relatives  of 
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the  Dead.  But  there  is  another  outstanding 
tragedy  of  the  war,  and  that  is  the  destruction 
of  the  spiritual  landmarks  of  the  world.  And 
of  this  tragedy  not  the  least  part  of  it  is  the 
spectacle  of  one  of  the  official  heads  of  the 
Christian  Church  standing  amid  the  ruins  of 
the  spiritual  places  of  the  world,  and  launch- 
ing his  edicts  of  excommunication  against  men 
who  only  seek  in  their  own  lives  to  remain 
faithful  to  what  they  conceive  to  be  the  teach- 
ing of  their  Lord. 

I  am,  my  Lord  Bishop, 

Yours  faithfully, 

J.  HOWARD  WHITEHOUSE. 


House  of  Commons, 
3 1  st  May,  1916. 
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